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55. National Policies 


A. General 

Guatemalan national policy focuses upon the 
further economic development and greater self- 
sufficiency of the nation and upon social and 
political measures which especially favor the lower 
classes and at the same time provide the support 
needed by the present regime to remain in power. 
Guatemala’s foreign policy is designed to obtain 
the greatest possible freedom for the pursuit of 
these domestic objectives. It is also an expression 
of intense nationalism and a desire, based upon the 
government’s ideological orientation, to encourage 
the establishment of governments with similar 
views in other Middle American states. 

Since the revolution of 1944 the general trend 
in Guatemalan policy has thus been leftist and 
nationalistic. At the same time this trend has 
reflected conflict between the old and the new and 
has especially indicated the character of the new 
leadership — its inexperience, its radicalism, and its 
opportunism. Prior to the revolution, policymak- 
ing in terms of broad national interest was vir- 
tually nonexistent and certainly did not involve 
the building of a new economy, a new society, and 
a new culture. The new approach to policymaking 
reflects an awareness of broad Western develop- 
ments in nationalism, socialism, and material ad- 
vancement; ideas based upon these developments 
were imported into Guatemala by the young revo- 
lutionists and incorporated into the constitution 
of 1945, into political party platforms, and into 
the organizational programs of pressure groups 
and patriotic societies. The revolutionary leader- 
ship dreamed of a new order in which Indian and 
Western cultures were to be brought into a na- 
tional harmony; the levels of the economically de- 
pressed masses were to be raised and the rural 
“feudal” socio-economic relationships broken; the 
traditional economy was to be modernized through 
agricultural diversification and industrialization, 
and the country freed from the bonds of “colo- 
nialism.” Practical democracy was to replace the 
tyranny of military dictatorship. 

This idealism, which was apparent in the revo- 
lutionary philosophy, has been generally lost or 
corrupted in the past eight years. The inade- 
quacies of individual and national resources have 
led to policies lacking in balance, moderation, and 
sense of reality. There is no better measure of the 
weakness of the revolution than the ease with 


which a handful of communists has been able to 
exploit and direct the movement. 

Guatemalan national policy and its implementa- 
tion are conditioned by a conflicting background of 
human and environmental forces. Natural and 
traditional factors which strongly influence the 
course of Guatemalan policies include the geo- 
graphical position of the country, its natural re- 
sources, the character of the people, and their level 
of social, economic, and political achievement. 
Guatemala’s small size and population place ob- 
vious restrictions upon national policy objectives. 
Historically, its proximity to, and close economic 
relations with, the United States have also created 
a pattern of limitations. The character of Guate- 
malan society itself has been the chief barrier to 
change. The Indian, who constitutes a little more 
than half of the population, is only slowing emerg- 
ing from his own culture to accept Western values 
and standards. The majority of these people re- 
main attached to an ancient civilization which 
antedates the coming of the white man, and will 
resist efforts to change this way of life. The re- 
maining population, the racially mixed Ladinos* 
live more or less according to the ways and ideas 
of Western civilization. Yet even they have not 
been closely associated with modern developments 
in social, economic, and political fields. 

The Guatemalan economy has always been pre- 
dominantly agricultural; landholdings have been 
relatively large and the Indian has provided the 
bulk of a servile, cheap labor force. The introduc- 
tion of coffee in the late nineteenth century as a 
modern export crop served to intensify this pat- 
tern. The entrance of foreign capital and the 
expansion of banana growing in the present cen- 
tury have extended the plantation type of society 
and economy. 

Certain long-standing political traditions have 
also affected Guatemala’s policy objectives and 
course. Down to the present generation the source 
of political power was largely confined to a mi- 
nority of landholders, commercial people, and army 
officers. Despite liberal political influences, which 
had their origin in the independence period and 
which were expressed in laws and republican forms, 
government in Guatemala has been narrowly repre- 

* Ladino is a cultural type which includes chiefly 
mestizos, but also whites, Indians, and some Negroes. 
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tentative at best, and often has been irresponsibly 
personal and tyrannical. 

The political movement which came to fruition 
in the revolution of 1944 was to some extent a re- 
action to this tradition in the national life. In 
part it was the result of internal social and eco- 
nomic change — an acceleration of both rural and 
urban economic development and the emergence 
of new politically articulate middle-class and 
laboring groups. But the character and effective- 
ness of the revolution were perhaps more the prod- 
uct of a small minority— political exiles and 
students whose experiences abroad, especially in 
Western Europe, the United States, Mexico, and 
Argentina, brought them to the realization that 
Guatemala was far behind in a world in which 
progress seemed to be geared to a strong spirit 
of nationalism, more intensive utilization of eco- 
nomic and human resources, and broad social ad- 
vancement. The revolution of 1944 placed em- 
phasis upon education, social welfare legislation, 
agrarian reform, and the encouragement of 
organized labor. Democracy and statism have 
become the principal political concepts in the fore- 
ground in Guatemala since 1944, the one a reaction 
against a long experience with dictatorship, the 
other a corollary of twentieth-century Western 
social and economic thought and practice. Along 
with these ideas there has developed, especially 
among the Guatemalan leaders, a strong sense of 
economic nationalism and antiforeignism. With- 
in this framework, economic policies have stressed 
agricultural diversification, industrial expansion, 
and improved communications. 

A wide gap exists, however, between policy and 
achievement in recent Guatemalan history. The 
new leadership, sometimes idealistically inclined, 
more frequently opportunistic, and almost always 
inexperienced, has been incapable of adjusting its 
programs to realities. The government, which has 
faced a series of revolts since 1944, has been more 
concerned with staying in power than with broad 
national interests; emphasis has often been placed 
upon policies which were politically expedient or 
which produced rapid and pretentious returns. 
Thus, progress in education, has been measured in 
terms of impressive buildings, and highway con- 
struction has been motivated as much by emotional 
nationalism as by sound economic considerations. 
Socio-economic policy has been geared progres- 
sively to the masses; much of the program of cul- 
tural unity has degenerated to the level of propa- 
ganda; democratic ideals continually have been 
interpreted in the light of the political needs of 
the revolutionary regimes. 

The trend in recent Guatemalan foreign policy 
is in part a reflection of domestic developments. 
While Guatemala seeks to maintain traditionally 


close ties with, and a position of leadership among, 
the Central American republics, its leftist domest c 
policies alarm most, of its neighbors. Under its new 
leadership since the revolution of 1944, Guatemala 
has interfered in the internal affairs of Middle 
American countries on democratic ideological 
grounds. At the same time, nationalism has led 
Guatemala to attack British sovereignty in British 
Honduras, to resist the dominant position of the 
United States in Guatemalan affairs, and at times 
to carry its challenge to U.S. leadership into the 
Organization of American States (OAS) and the 
United Nations. 

The original revolutionary objectives appealed to 
almost all groups in Guatemalan society — the only 
major exception being the once-privileged land- 
holders. National policy, however, has moved 
toward organized labor and the peasantry, and the 
present leadership has accepted the numerically 
weak, but politically knowledgeable, communists es 
advisers and aids Because the government h£.s 
sought to attach to its political machine the largely 
inarticulate working classes, it has alienated the 
smaller but morr* articulate and economically 
powerful urban professional and business groups. 
The Arbenz regime has reached a critical point in 
this trend, for the commitment to such an ex- 
treme course is so firm that little maneuverability 
is left to the political leadership. 

B. Domestic policies 

1. Social 

a. Education — In accordance with the intel- 
lectual background of the early revolutionary 
leadership and its broad social and cultural ob- 
jectives, education was one of the first problems 
to receive attention in the new order. The firsit 
President, Juan Jose Arevalo (1945-51), a profes- 
sional educator, believed that Guatemala must rid 
itself of class barriers and obtain a democratic 
“spiritual unity.” Educational reform was to te 
a primary means of accomplishing this, although 
Arevalo was also conscious of related economic and 
political requirements. Arevalo’s educational pro- 
gram envisaged a considerable increase in the 
school population, including the heretofore neg- 
lected rural elements, and emphasized practical 
and secular instruction. The virtual eradication 
of illiteracy-raising the literacy level from 35% 
to 95% — was anticipated within four years. In 
theory, a basic objective of the program was prep- 
aration for living in a democracy. In addition, 
there was evidently the intent to inculcate a strong 
sense of nationalism (see Chapter IV, Section 41, 
under Education) . 

The development of the educational reform pro- 
gram exemplifies the idealism and at the same 
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time the lack of realism in national policy. During 
the Ar6valo administration there was a heavy con- 
centration of funds in the school-building program, 
the results of which can be seen in a number of 
scientifically planned and expensive structures 
which are located in some of the more populous 
urban communities. These, of course, serve only 
the urban Ladino population — not the rural In- 
dian, whose incorporation into a unified society 
was one of the primary purposes of Arevalo's pro- 
gram. Traveling cultural missions designed to 
meet the needs of these people have been poorly 
supported and largely unsuccessful. Educational 
reform in general has not gone much beyond the 
spectacular but unbalanced increase of the school 
physical plant. Literacy has scarcely been in- 
creased and relatively little progress has been made 
in the development of practical education. 

The reasons for a gap existing between stated 
goals and achievement in education are numerous. 
No change in basic educational law has been made 
since 1875. The number of teachers is inadequate 
and curriculum and teaching methods are anti- 
quated. Underlying these factors are the peren- 
nial handicaps of poverty and ignorance. It is 
probable that much of the misdirection of emphasis 
has been the result of either personal ambition or 
the political need for that kind of public recog- 
nition which is attainable only through the quick 
production of material symbols. 

b. Labor — The trend in national policy to 
favor labor reflects both the leftist course and the 
policy of expediency of the Guatemalan Govern- 
ment. In the light of Western practices, the Labor 
Code passed in 1947 was by U.S. standards a lib- 
eral, not a radical, law, although it did in effect 
discriminate against large foreign-owned enter- 
prises. It guaranteed the right of labor, urban 
and rural, to organize, to bargain collectively, and, 
with some reservations, to strike. In addition to 
other protective features, the law set up a system 
of independent labor courts (for further informa- 
tion, see Chapter IV, Section 44) . The Labor Code 
raised some natural opposition from urban and 
rural employers, especially the latter, who feared 
the loss of their centuries-old source of cheap, ser- 
vile labor. The employers’ fear was intensified by 
the government’s policy of encouraging the com- 
munists to establish their leadership over labor. 
This, together with the government’s dependence 
on labor for support, has resulted in a situation 
in which all parties which support and receive help 
from the government must curry the favor of labor 
and its communist and procommunist leaders. 

The present regime has particularly fostered the 
organization of labor, including the General Con- 
federation of Workers of Guatemala ( Confedera- 


tion General de Trabajadores de Guatemala , 
CGTG), which is associated with the communist- 
controlled Confederation of Latin American Work- 
ers ( Confederacion de Trabajadores de America 
Latina , CTAL) , led by Vicente Lombardo Toledano, 
and with the World Federation of Trade Unions 
( WFTU) . The effect of this policy has been more 
significant politically than economically although 
labor may have won some slight material advan- 
tages. Relatively effective local organizations have 
been established in transportation, communica- 
tions, on the United Fruit Company plantations, 
and on the national farms. Another result of the 
policy has been to provide communists, as the 
heads of labor unions, with opportunities to 
damage U.S. business interests in Guatemala. The 
strong effort of government-backed labor against 
the United Fruit Company in 1951 provides a good 
illustration of this effect of the policy (see below, 
under Foreign policy) . 

c. Agrarian reform — In 1952 the Guate- 
malan Government, with effective communist co- 
operation, increased the range and tempo of its 
leftist socio-political course with the passage of the 
Agrarian Reform Law. In principle, the law em- 
braced broad social and economic objectives and 
was intended to increase the productivity of both 
land and labor. The law provided for the expro- 
priation of unused private land and the distribu- 
tion in small sections of this and certain nationally 
owned land to landless peasants. It stressed state 
control and made it easier for farmers to secure 
the use of land by lease from the state or through 
cooperatives than to get it with full private owner- 
ship rights. The law also established the principle 
of state financial and technical assistance. 

The manner in which the Agrarian Reform Law 
was conceived and has been carried out contradicts 
both its high principles and the economic realities, 
for political considerations have been dominant! 
President Jacobo Arbenz’ decision in 1952 to stress 
agrarian reform may have resulted in part from 
his desire to proceed with a major reform project 
that apparently would not antagonize the urban 
groups so much as had the recently attempted re- 
vision of the Labor Code. Political overtones are 
also evident in those provisions of the Agrarian 
Reform Law which greatly increase the political 
power of the state over the nation’s rural popula- 
tion. The influence of communists has been par- 
ticularly clear in relation to the Agrarian Reform 
Law. The most active and influential of its pro- 
ponents in Congress were communists. In addi- 
tion, the National Agrarian Department, set up 
to administer the law, was heavily staffed with 
communists, procommunists, and opportunists who 
would not oppose present political currents. 
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d. Social security — Since the revolution the 
government’s stated policy has been concerned 
with improving the health and strengthening the 
economic security of Guatemala’s working classes. 
Since 1944 the Guatemalan Government has placed 
considerable emphasis on the development of a 
system of social security. With imported tech- 
nical assistance, the system was launched in 1947 
by r,he establishment of the Guatemalan Social 
Security Institute (Institute) Guatemalteco de 
Seguridad Social , IGSS). Beginning in a modest 
way with limited functional and geographical cov- 
erage, the system has been gradually extended to 
outlying urban centers and to some agricultural 
workers, particularly in the more developed de- 
partments on the Pacific slope. Functionally, cov- 
erage has been confined so far largely to accident 
prevention and to accident rehabilitation and com- 
pensation. A maternity program for the depart- 
ment of Guatemala has been planned, to become 
effective in May 1953. (For further information, 
see Chapter IV, Section 44.) 

Although the government approached the prob- 
lem of providing social security benefits realistically 
and established the system on a sound administra- 
tive and actuarial basis, it has permitted the IGSS 
to be infiltrated by communists and to be used as 
a political instrument. The political character of 
the IGSS has been evident chiefly since the ap- 
pointment in early 1951 of Alfonso Solorzano, be- 
lieved to be a cryptocommunist, as the institute’s 
general manager. 

2. Economic 

Current national economic policies in Guate- 
mala are aimed primarily at creating an “eco- 
nomically independent” state with a consequent 
emphasis on diversification of agriculture and the 
protection and development of local industry. 
Economic policy since 1944 has been closely inte- 
grated with the social philosophy of the revolu- 
tion, for broad economic progress is considered 
necessary to create a balanced Guatemalan society. 
At the same time the execution of economic policy 
has been subject to the handicaps of geographical 
limitations, antiquated institutions and practices, 
inexperience, and political requirements. The con- 
trolling — and conflicting — factors in Guatemalan 
economic policy are 1) the ties with the United 
States through trade and investment and 2) a 
nationalism which provokes a desire for self-suffi- 
ciency and economic independence. 

Guatemalan economic policy would suggest that 
its originators accept something of both individ- 
ualism and twentieth-century statism. The prin- 
ciple of private enterprise, rooted in the constitu- 
tion, has received consistent, if qualified, emphasis 
from all leading policymakers since 1944. At the 


same time, the new leadership appears to accep: 
the concept of a responsible state mechanism to 
effect planning and to assist in national economic 
development. The President occasionally consult > 
with leading industrial, commercial, and agricul- 
tural organizations regarding important economic 
policy matters, but seldom accepts their advice. 
A National Economic Council, representative of all 
economic interests and headed by the President, 
was established in :951 as the top economic policy- 
making body, but apparently ceased to function 
after a few months. Autonomous or semiautono- 
mous state agencies play key roles in the govern- 
ment’s economic organization, the most important 
of which are the IGSS and the Production Develop - 
ment Institute ( Instituto de Fomento de la Produc ■ 
cion , INFOP), an organization designed to stimu- 
late economic development through research and 
credit assistance. 

a. Agriculture — With regard to the eco- 
nomic policy of increasing and diversifying agri- 
cultural production, Guatemala has long been en 
couraged by the United States and by various in 
ternational agencies which have contributed to 
educational and experimental programs affecting 
agriculture. In the new Guatemalan order , 
INFOP is designed to assist in implementation o ' 
this policy, primarily by acting as a credit agency 
Signs of a realistic approach to Guatemala’s agri 
cultural problems, however, are offset by less favor 
able indications. There has been exaggerated in 
terest, for example, in such dramatic palliative:, 
as the mechanization of agriculture in an economy 
which is both primitive and poor. With the disso 
lution in 1952-53 of the state-farm administration 
through which the government has administerec 
an estimated 15% to 20% of the most productive 
land in the country, considerable evidence of cor 
ruption and malpractice has been revealed. 

The Agrarian Reform Law purports to be the 
solution to the problems of a depressed and ineffi 
cient labor group and of large amounts of unusec 
land. It envisages a more effective “capitalistic* 
society by freeing both the Indian and the lane 
from their feudal relationships, with a consequent 
increase and diversification of production. These 
social and economic ideals, however, are in conflict 
with political motives since the law actually pro 
vides for a system of state control through which 
the social, economic, and political life of the rura: 
population may be more closely supervised by the 
government. Although the state is moving 
rapidly ahead to distribute unused land, it is not 
yet prepared to support the expected expansion o: 
land utilization with effective technical and fi 
nancial assistance, and thus merely exposes add! 
tional land to the wasteful practices of primitive 
agriculture. Finally, as noted above, the imple 
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mentation of the Agrarian Reform Law has been 
closely related to the political needs of the ad- 
ministration and its communist allies. 

b. Commerce and industry — Policies con- 
cerned with domestic commercial and industrial 
interests have been less radically altered by the 
revolutionary regimes, partly because of the stress 
put upon agricultural problems and partly because 
of the opposition of moderate interests, especially 
in Guatemala City. 

Fiscal policy since 1944 has been moderate, 
although projected ambitious economic develop- 
ment may force the government to adopt financial 
measures which could affect adversely large seg- 
ments of commercial and industrial interests. To 
date, however, the government has encouraged a 
stable currency, inflation has not been serious, and 
the nation has no burdensome external debt. The 
tax system, which antedates the revolutionary 
period, has had greater demands put upon it by 
the government, but it is a system which weighs 
more heavily upon agricultural interests than upon 
business. 

Prior to 1944 the principal function of the tariff 
was to provide revenue for a government whose 
financial needs were limited. The revolution, how- 
ever, with its goal of economic independence has 
introduced the protectionist objective. Although 
the tariff structure has not been greatly changed, 
increased protection has often been effected by 
prohibiting or restricting the importation of given 
commodities. The most recent government plan- 
ning would introduce a new stage in tariff policy — 
an increased emphasis upon tariff as a source of 
revenue in conjunction with a government-backed 
program of economic development. 

As the government has come to rely more heavily 
upon the working class for political support, its 
labor policies have tended to become inimical to 
business. The provisions of the original Labor 
Code were not extreme by U.S. standards, and sub- 
sequent attempts to introduce more radical legisla- 
tion have been stopped, temporarily at least, be- 
cause of the government's responsiveness to busi- 
ness pressure. The businessman is currently more 
seriously threatened by the government’s deter- 
mined acceleration of land expropriation under the 
Agrarian Reform Law. There has been fear of 
attacks upon private property in general, and the 
government’s policy has been held responsible for 
a business recession which began in mid-1952. In 
a political sense the government’s course is driving 
the moderate urban interests more definitely into 
opposition. 

c. Economic nationalism — Economic na- 
tionalism has been a strong and consistent in- 
fluence oa Guatemalan policy. On one issue most 



Guatemalans are agreed — that certain large 
foreign investment interests conflict with national 
aspirations. The United Fruit Company and the 
International Railways of Central America (IRCA) , 
as the largest foreign-owned enterprises have borne 
the brunt of the coordinated government-labor at- 
tacks resulting from this nationalism (see below, 
under Foreign Policy) . In a somewhat more posi- 
tive sense, the national roadbuilding program illus- 
trates the same nationalistic spirit. Although 
roads have been recognized as a primary economic 
need as well as useful public-works projects, they 
have often been conceived in political rather than 
economic or social terms. This is strongly sug- 
gested by the disproportionate attention and re- 
sources which have been given to the construction 
of the Atlantic Highway. The chief motive behind 
this project is the Guatemalan determination to be 
free of the transportation monopoly now held by 
the largely U.S.-owned IRCA. 


3. Political 

a. Policy principles and trends — The revo- 
lutionists of 1944 rejected the arbitrary and dicta- 
torial rule to which the country long had been ac- 
customed, and conceived of a working democracy 
with broadly representative republican institutions. 
This democracy was created in form at least. The 
army in theory was relegated to the political 
background. The principle of division of powers 
in government was recognized in balancing execu- 
tive, legislative, and judicial branches. There ap- 
peared to be ample guarantees for the establish- 
ment of a healthy party system supported by demo- 
cratic electoral practices and freedom of expres- 
sion. The revolutionary leaders aimed to broaden 
the political base by appealing to labor, to com- 
mercial and industrial interests, to intellectuals, 
and to young military leaders. They offered little, 
however, to the clergy and the once-dominant land- 
owners. 

The insecurity of the two administrations which 
have been in office since 1944, combined with the 
opportunism and inexperience of political leaders 
and the general apathy and ignorance of the elec- 
torate, has promoted a rapid trend away from the 
original political principles of the revolution. The 
most recent and obvious aspect of this trend has 
been the progressive narrowing of the political base 
of the government, as important middle-class 
groups have been relatively neglected while labor, 
first urban and later rural, has been favored. The 
concentration upon labor has been demonstrated 
by a sequence of important steps: enactment of 
the Labor Code, government sponsorship and sup- 
port of labor organization, and the passage of the 
recent Agrarian Reform Law, by which the govern- 
ment has supported the extension of organized 
labor into the as yet largely unorganized rural 
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areas. Furthermore, the government has accepted 
and encouraged the communist leadership of or- 
ganized labor, a political force with which it is now 
in open alliance. The result has been not only 
the disproportionate increase of labor strength and 
a tendency toward radical domestic legislation, but 
the election and appointment of communists and 
fellow travelers, with the help of the government, 
to key legislative and executive positions, from 
which they may help to formulate and implement 
policy (see this Chapter, Section 53, under Political 
Parties) . 

In their political tactics, too, the post-1944 gov- 
ernments have failed to measure up to their stated 
democratic principles and policies and have made 
little progress in this respect over previous periods 
of Guatemalan political history. Despite the fact 
that the press and the radio are freer than they 
were at any time prior to 1944, and that political 
parties are generally permitted to register and cam- 
paign, the government has used its resources to 
back proadministration parties and has at times 
so restricted the opposition that it has had little 
chance of success throughout the country. Only 
in Guatemala City, where the opposition has sig- 
nificant economic strength and a degree of political 
unity, has the government allowed effective politi- 
cal resistance to survive. The government controls 
national politics by actively assisting its supporting 
parties. It accomplishes this in part by patronage, 
by its control over propaganda media, and by pro- 
viding transport, meeting halls, and public-speak- 
ing equipment. It can take — and has taken — more 
direct, even fraudulent, action through its control 
of the electoral system. Despite theoretical legal 
protection for all, the revolutionary administra- 
tions have, when the situations dictated, declared 
parties illegal without cause and have exiled or im- 
prisoned opposition leaders. The principle of divi- 
sion of power in government has been contradicted 
by the recent action taken by the executive branch 
against the Supreme Court.* 

Political events from mid-1952 to early 1953 in- 
dicated an accelerated implementation of the revo- 
lutionary program and an increased dependence of 
the Arbenz administration upon communist-led 
mass support. In mid-1952 Arbenz presented an 
Agrarian Reform Bill which was pushed through 
Congress by a committee headed by Victor Manuel 
Gutierrez, probably the country’s number two com- 
munist; subsequently, the National Agrarian De- 
partment, the administrative agency set up by the 
law, was allowed to become an instrument for the 

* ;'n February 1953 the Arbenz administration used its 

influence to obtain congressional dismissal of four 
members of the Supreme Court who had voted to 
consider an appeal against the government's im- 
plementation of the Agrarian Reform Law. 


pursuit of communist objectives; late in the year, ij t 
the congressional electoral campaign, the Presi- 
dent’s office was instrumental in forcing some non- 
communist, but progovernment, political element:; 
to accept the Communist Party* into full politica l 
partnership in a progovernment electoral front 
Finally agrarian reform, strongly supported by the 
communists and opposed by moderate and con 
servative elements, was made the principal issue 
in the January 1953 congressional election, which 
resulted in a decisive victory for the progovern 
ment electoral front everywhere but in the depart 
ment of Guatemala. The progress of communist; 1 
and their labor followers continued when, in Feb 
ruary, President Arbenz obtained the dismissal o:l 
the four members of the Supreme Court for accept 
ing an appeal case against the execution of tht ; 
Agrarian Reform Law. 

b. Armed forces — Since in most Latin Amer 
ican countries the army has traditionally been the 
decisive political factor, the policy pursued by the 
Guatemalan Government toward its armed force* 
is of special significance. The revolutionary law- 
makers took cognizance of the past role of the mili- 
tary and sought to limit its political power, on paper 
at least. Actually, however, no Guatemalan Gov- 
ernment could survive without army support, and 
the consistent policy of the Ardvalo- Arbenz admin- 
istrations has been to retain such military support 
by maneuver and favor. (For a further discussion 
regarding the armed forces, see below, under Na- 
tional Defense Policies.) 

c. Public reaction — As of March 1953, the 
most articulate groups in society — excepting the 
bureaucracy, but including the urban professional 
and business interests, the rural large landholders, 
and the Catholic Church — generally opposed the 
administration, while the working classes, insofar 
as they were effectively led, generally tended to 
support the present government. Public reaction 
to government policy since 1944, however, has 
varied in accordance with the general direction 
of the policy. Only two important domestic groups 
remained outside the revolutionary movement at 
the outset — the large landholders who symbolized 
the traditional “feudal” society and a restricted 
economy, and the Church, whose activities, already 
severly circumscribed by earlier governments, the 
new leadership was determined to limit. Of these 
two groups, the landholders have shown less effec- 
tive resistance to government policies progressively 
directed against their interests. They have become 
almost completely ineffective as a political group. 
The clergy on the other hand has been more ag- 

* At this time the Communist Party changed its name 
and became the Guatemalan Labor Party (Partido 
Guatemalteco del Trabajo, PGT) . 
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gressive in resisting revolutionary leadership, par- 
ticularly since the communists have emerged to 
occupy a strong position in the government. The 
Church, however, has been seriously handicapped 
by the lack of material resources and priests, and 
by the lack of a positive social program of its own. 

The urban professional, commercial, and indus- 
trial interests initially supported the revolution 
partly because it promised broad national economic 
development. However, the failure to adhere 
closely to democratic principles, the encourage- 
ment given to communists, the partiality shown 
to labor, and especially the recent rapid imple- 
mentation of the agrarian reform program have 
alienated many of the government’s former politi- 
cally moderate supporters in the cities. 

The positive reaction of the urban and rural 
working classes to policies increasingly geared to 
their material interests is probably less than might 
be expected. Although effective labor and political 
leaders, especially communists, can rally immediate 
and local popular support for a specific issue, such 
as land distribution, they cannot rely upon self- 
initiated, broadly coordinated, or sustained action, 
The majority of Guatemalans are still politically 
inarticulate, are poor organizational material, and 
are not likely to appreciate more than the immedi- 
ate and personal consequences of a policy decision 
or its implementation. 


€. Foreign policy 

Guatemala’s foreign policy is affected by the tra- 
ditional close relationships with neighboring Cen- 
tral American republics, the geographical and eco- 
nomic position which it occupies with respect to 
the United States, and the exigencies of recent na- 
tional political and economic change. Since 1944 
policy has been determined largely by the leftist 
and nationalistic character of the revolution and 
by the extremist leadership, including communist 
elements, of the revolutionary movement. This 
leadership has exacerbated the territorial dispute 
over British Honduras (Belize) ; it has fostered a 
policy of support for political groups in neighbor- 
ing countries holding similar 4 ‘democratic,” leftist, 
and nationalistic ideologies; it has emphasized “eco- 
nomic independence” and has struggled increas- 
ingly against “colonial” ties with the United States; 
and in international councils — the Organization 
of American States and the UN — this leadership 
has often produced something less than enthusi- 
astic cooperation with the United States and the 
West. 


Personal government is still a dominant charac- 
teristic of Guatemala; foreign policy, therefore, 
essentially reflects the views of the President and 
his close personal advisers. In determining poli- 



cies, however, the administration is often sensitive 
to criticism from Congress. 

1. Belize controversy 

The issue of British Honduras has become for 
Guatemalans a popular symbol of the struggle 
against “colonialism.” Guatemalan claims to this 
territory go back to the period of Spanish rule, but 
nationalism has made the issue more important in 
the present century than ever before. Both admin- 
istrations since 1945 have pressed the Guatemalan 
claim. A statement of Guatemalan sovereignty 
over the disputed territory was included in the con- 
stitution of 1945. All residents of British Honduras 
have been declared Guatemalan citizens, and all 
British plans for the area, such as including it as 
part of a Caribbean federation, have been vigor- 
ously opposed. The Guatemalan press and radio 
have disseminated propaganda over the issue, an 
undertaking in which many communist and pro- 
communist writers and speakers have cooperated 
enthusiastically. Propaganda exhorting resistance 
to the British authorities has also been spread with- 
in British Honduras. Guatemala has reasserted its 
claim at UN meetings, at the Inter-American Con- 
ference for the Maintenance of Continental Peace 
and Security (Rio de Janeiro, 1947), and at the 
Ninth International Conference of American States 
(Bogota, 1948), among others. To gain interna- 
tional support, Guatemala has attempted to con- 
solidate an “anti-imperialist” bloc composed of na- 
tions with anti-British territorial claims, includ- 
ing Argentina, Chile, and Venezuela. These ma- 
neuvers have embarrassed the United States in its 
handling of hemispheric problems and they have 
caused some resentment in Mexico, which could 
also advance a claim to a part of British Honduras. 
Guatemalan Government tactics with respect to 
this dispute are not always dictated by spontane- 
ous and popular reaction to the problems but at 
times are determined by the need to divert public 
attention from domestic problems or deficiencies 
(see this Chapter, Section 58, Under Belize con- 
troversy) . 

2. Middle America 

Guatemalan administrations since the revolu- 
tion of 1944 have projected their leftist and na- 
tionalistic character into relations with Central 
American and Caribbean neighbors. Arevalo’s for- 
eign policy featured Guatemala’s active support of 
“democratic” elements in neighboring countries 
and its opposition to old-line dictatorships, such as 
those of Somoza in Nicaragua and Trujillo in the 
Dominican Republic. During the Arevalo regime, 
Guatemala broke off diplomatic relationships with 
the Dominican Republic and Nicaragua in Middle 
America and with Peru and Venezuela in South 
America. It gave refuge and employment to politi- 
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cal exiles from those countries and supported the 
activities of the Caribbean Legion, a loosely organ- 
ized group of political exiles and adventurers who 
engaged in several plots against the dictatorships 
of the Dominican Republic and Nicaragua. Only 
with the “democratic” Prio government in Cuba 
was the Arevalo administration able to maintain 
consistently cordial relations. The overthrow of 
that government in 1952 left Guatemala without 
a friend in the Middle American area. 

Since 1950 Guatemala’s activities in Middle 
America have been less aggressive. This has been 
due partly to Guatemala’s recognition of its iso- 
lated position and partly also to the effectiveness 
of the OAS in safeguarding peace through the In- 
ter-American Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance con- 
cluded at Rio de Janeiro in 1947. The Arbenz gov- 
ernment has made a few gestures aimed at improv- 
ing Guatemala’s relations with its neighbors. For- 
mal, if not friendly, relations have been restored 
with Nicaragua. In the latter part of 1952, when 
local communists impaired relations with El Sal- 
vador not only by their support of a Salvadoran 
communist movement but through their efforts to 
arouse Guatemalan public opinion against the 
neighborship government, official pressure was 
used to silence them. Despite this evidence of a 
more conciliatory policy, Guatemala continues to 
harbor exiles from several Middle American coun- 
tries and pursues its propaganda barrage against 
its neighbors. Of special significance is the fact 
that the Arbenz regime permits the communists to 
use Guatemala as a base for operations in neigh- 
boring countries. Insofar as the interests of these 
communists conform to those of the government, 
they function in effect as an instrument of Guate- 
malan foreign policy. 

The constitution of 1945 formulated the objective 
“to reestablish the Central American Union, par- 
tially or completely, in a popular and democratic 
form,” and this has been one of the major policies 
of tbe Arbenz administration. The current project 
was initially sponsored by El Salvador, but Guate- 
mala, true to its traditional leading role with re- 
spect to union, has sought to assume direction of 
the movement. It has emphasized economic inde- 
pendence and the strengthening of the position of 
Central America in international councils. How- 
ever, Guatemalan domestic policies appear to have 
weakened whatever chance there may have been 
for progress toward confederation, for the other 
Central American countries, alarmed over these 
policies, have indicated their interest in using fu- 
ture meetings to devise means to check the develop- 
ment of communism in the area. Guatemala has 
condemned this as meddling in internal affairs, 
with the result that further progress toward union 
has bogged down. 


With the exception of mild irritation over the 
issue of British Honduras, Guatemalan relation:; 
with Mexico have been friendly. Guatemala ha.s 
long been receptive to Mexican influence; indeed, 
much of the thinking of the revolutionists of 194^ 
stemmed from twentieth-century Mexican experi 
ence. In addition, Guatemalan leaders have founc 
it advantageous to develop ties between Guatema 
lan labor and leftist circles in Mexico. As previ 
ously stated, the communist-led Guatemalan laboi 
confederation, CGTG, is associated with Vicente 
Lombardo Toledano’s CTAL, whose headquarter! 
is in Mexico City. 

3. United States 

Guatemalan foreign policy with respect to the 
United States is a picture of contradiction and frus- 
tration. Guatemala has long recognized that it! 
political and economic security are dependent upor 
the United States. Economic ties have developed 
largely during the present century as the Unitec 
States became the chief consumer of the princi- 
pal Guatemalan crop, coffee, and the principal sup- 
plier of manufactures and of the capital for the 
development of banana plantations, communica- 
tions, and public utilities. 

Until 1944 there was no political resistance tc 
this position of dependency. The nationalistic rev- 
olutionary leaders, however, wanted economic inde- 
pendence and a st longer political voice in inter- 
national affairs, including those involving direcl 
relations with the United States. The achievement 
of their goals required anything from a moderate 
to an extreme challenge of traditional relation- 
ships; irresponsible leadership, with enthusiastic 
communist assistance, has promoted a trend to- 
ward the extreme. In its assertion of independ- 
ence, Guatemalan policy has focused upon U.S. 
private investment and has exploited long-standing 
popular resentment against such holdings. Four 
U.S. companies have been the main targets of at- 
tack: the electric power company, Empresa Elec - 
trica; Pan American Airways; the United Fruit 
Company; and the International Railway of Cen- 
tral America, in which United Fruit has powerful 
influence. The United Fruit Company, which pro- 
vides Guatemala with some 10% of its foreign ex- 
change, has been the chief target of this campaign. 
The attack has been made by means of propaganda, 
through organized labor, by direct negotiation to 
revise the basic contract between the government 
and the company, and most recently under the 
agrarian reform program. Official and communist 
propaganda has consistently belabored the com- 
pany for both real and fancied wrongs of the past 
and present. The climax of the fight with United 
Fruit came in 1951, when the government supported 
the excessive demands of communist-led labor. 
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The government had hoped for, but did not gain, 
contract revisions with the company which would 
have included a reduction of the time limit on the 
company’s concession and an increase in the 
amount of revenue paid by the company. The gov- 
ernment’s position demonstrated not only a broad 
appeal to nationalism, but a calculated step toward 
a closer political alliance with communist-led labor. 
Recently the Guatemalan Government has ordered 
the expropriation of more than 200,000 acres of 
United Fruit Company land in implementation of 
the Agrarian Reform Law. 

The combination of national policies and govern- 
ment action of the sort demonstrated against the 
United Fruit Company has discouraged U.S. private 
investment. Although few Guatemalans except 
communists would subscribe to evacuation by U.S. 
interests, virtually all would exact a higher price 
from large U.S. enterprises in Guatemala. Thus, 
the demands of nationalism and political expedi- 
ency and the needs of the Guatemalan economy 
come into unresolved conflict. 

Guatemalan national policies have often been 
unfavorable to U.S. security interests, thus con- 
tributing to a deterioration in the relations between 
the two countries. The Guatemalan Government 
has steadfastly refused to acknowledge that it has 
a communist problem and, except for a few brief 
periods, communists and procommunists strate- 
gically located in the official and government-subsi- 
dized press have had a free hand in attacking U.S. 
foreign policy while they simultaneously supported 
Soviet policy in the conflict between the Soviet bloc 
and the Western powers. Although Guatemala has 
acknowledged its continued dependence upon the 
United States in some respects, particularly for 
financial aid and material priorities in the case of 
politically important public-works projects like the 
Pan American and Atlantic highways, in other 
fields of cooperation it has shown a greater degree 
of independence. U.S. funds and technicians in 
Guatemala, particularly those of the Institute of 
Inter-American Affairs (IIAA), have long been 
engaged in research and training services in the 
fields of education, health, and agriculture. The 
present Guatemalan leaders, however, apparently 
prefer to seek technical assistance from interna- 
tional agencies instead of from the United States. 
In 1950 the U.S. educational mission was severely 
criticized by the communist-dominated teachers’ 
union, the Union of Educational Workers of Guate- 
mala ( Sindicato de Trabajadores de la Educacion 
de Guatemala, STEG) , and the government did 
not renew the contract of the mission. 

A low-water mark in U.S.-Guatemalan relations 
came in March 1950, when the Ar&valo administra- 
tion requested the recall of the U.S. ambassador, 
alleging that he had interfered in the country’s’ 


internal affairs. Since then President Arbenz has 
professed friendship through diplomatic channels, 
without supporting this policy and action. Most 
damaging to U.S.-Guatemalan relations has been 
the continued and active Guatemalan support of 
communist organization and activities, to the 
point of placing and protecting leading commu- 
nists in the fields of education, propaganda, labor, 
and politics where they may influence policy (for 
further information, see this Chapter, Section 57) . 
In addition, since 1950 major U.S. private interests 
have been under the most severe economic and po- 
litical pressure encountered since their entrance 
into the country. 

By appealing to nationalism the Arevalo-Arbenz 
governments have been able to rally effective popu- 
lar support for positions taken against U.S. inter- 
ests in Guatemala. On the whole, popular feeling 
has been directed against private companies, how- 
ever, and not often against the U.S. Government 
or the American people in general. For this lim- 
ited kind of attack the Guatemalan Government 
may tap a long-standing reservoir of resentment 
against U.S. companies operating in the country. 
Most articulate Guatemalans, with the notable ex- 
ception of some proadministration leaders, look 
upon the United States as a friendly power, al- 
though certain important commercial and indus- 
trial interests are jealous of the economic influence 
of U.S. enterprises in the country. Except where 
the communists have made inroads, the majority of 
the population probably holds no firm convictions 
with respect to U.S.-Guatemalan relations. 

4. Other countries 

Guatemala’s relations with countries outside the 
hemisphere are necessarily limited by its lack of 
political influence and by weak economic ties. The 
democratic ’ slant of the revolutionary regimes is 
reflected in their refusal to recognize Franco Spain. 
The diplomatic post at Paris has been a political 
plum sometimes given to an influential Guate- 
malan communist or procommunist. There is evi- 
dence that such officials have used this position to 
cultivate European communist associations. Gua- 
temala recognizes the Soviet Union but does not 
exchange diplomatic representatives with it. Such 
minor official relations as do exist are carried on 
through Soviet satellite missions in Mexico. 

5. International organizations 
Guatemalan policies in the Organization of 

American States and the United Nations show 
something of the nationalistic and leftist orienta- 
tion of the country since 1944, but not in propor- 
tion to the domestic growth of nationalistic and 
communist influence. 

In hemispheric and OAS affairs, although Guate- 
mala has not often pursued a course of distinct 
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opposition to the United States on matters of broad 
international interest, it has demonstrated its in- 
dependence on some issues. From 1948 to 1950 
Guatemala, as noted above, actively supported the 
conspiracies of the Caribbean Legion until OAS 
action forced it to desist. Guatemalan maneuver- 
ing with respect to the “anti-colonial” Belize issue 
has jeopardized complete inter-American ratifica- 
tion of the Rio Treaty of Reciprocal Assistance. 
Other nations have refused to accede to a Guate- 
malan reservation to this treaty which would seem 
to obligate them in a special way regarding Guate- 
mala’s claims to British Honduras; the reservation 
provides that the treaty would constitute no im- 
pediment to Guatemala in asserting its rights over 
the “Guatemalan territory of Belize” by any means 
that it considers convenient and that Guatemala 
may, at any time, invoke the treaty with respect 
to that territory. This same reservation has been 
attached to the Guatemalan ratification of the OAS 
charter. In further support of its “anti-colonial” 
stand, the official Guatemalan press has at times 
supported the Puerto Rican independence move- 
ment. Following the outbreak of Korean hostili- 
ties, Guatemala subscribed to the Final Act of the 
Fourth Consultation of Foreign Ministers, which 
called for inter- American military cooperation, 
among other things; but it has advocated a narrow 
interpretation of such cooperation and has publicly 
stated its unwillingness to send troops outside the 
Western Hemisphere. Guatemala’s position on this 
question is not unique among the Latin American 
nations, but its propaganda on the subject has had 
a stronger anti-U.S. slant than that of most of 
them. 

Guatemala has also demonstrated its independ- 
ence and brought up the “anti-colonial” issue in 
the United Nations, where, although generally con- 
forming to broad and important Western policy, 
it has produced a poorer record of cooperation with 
the West than most other Latin American coun- 
tries. On issues proposed or supported by the 
United States Guatemala’s voting record in the 
United Nations has a higher proportion of both 
abstentions and negative votes than other Latin 
American countries. However, most of these 
stands have been determined by considerations of 
national interest rather than by a desire to oppose 
the United States or to support the Soviet bloc. 
Upon the outbreak of the Korean conflict Guate- 
mala joined with the rest of the Latin American 
nations in supporting UN resolutions concerning 
Korea, and it later voted for the UN Uniting for 
Peace resolution. Despite this action, Guatemala 
has let it be known that it would not implement 
that resolution. Moreover, during the sixth ses- 
sion of the General Assembly, Guatemala was the 
only Latin American country to vote with the 


Soviet bloc against a resolution, supported by the 
United States, to postpone the question of Chinese 
representation for the duration of the Paris session 

Foreign policy concerned with broad interna- 
tional issues and organization is not appreciated 
by the majority of Guatemala’s population, which 
is essentially uninformed and provincial. It is 
likely that even most of the articulate sectors of 
the population, except the communist and pro- 
communist leaders, have relatively little concern 
for issues and problems other than those concerned 
with the Middle American area and the United 
States. 


D. National defense policies 


The national defense policies of Guatemala an 
based on the needs of a small underdevelopec 
country with weak neighbors. The armed forces 
are designed primarily to preserve internal order 
and to defend the country against attack by any 
neighboring Central American country. They an 
also capable of limited offensive operations agains 1 . 
such a nation. The armed forces consist of the 
army (6,000), the air force (230), and the nationa. 
police or Guardia Civil (3,500), a separate quasi 
military organization. 

The revolution of 1944 provided new oppor- 
tunities for army officers, most of whom came fron l 
the middle class. The officers are trained in the 
Military Academy ( Escuela Politecnica ) , whicl i 
offers a classical education in military science. The 
ranks of the army are largely filled by conscriptioi i 
from the Indian peasantry. The morale and dis- 
cipline of both the army and the police are good. 


For advanced training and much of its equip- 
ment the Guatemalan military has been dependen ; 
upon the United States. Both the U.S. Army and 
Air Force missions have been well received. Only 
recently, because of inability to obtain equipment 
from the United States, has the Guatemalan Army 
sought to make purchases in the European market . 


Historically the Guatemalan Army has played a 
decisive role in national politics. In an attempt 
to prevent the President from using the army as 
a personal instrument and to make it apolitical 
in character, the constitution of 1945 established 
a system of checks and balances for the selection 
of military leaders. The President remains Com- 
mander in Chief of the Armed Forces. The Minis- 
ter of National Defense, appointed by the President, 
is responsible for the logistic and administrative 
support of the army. However, the Chief of the 
Armed Forces, who exercises direct control, is ap- 
pointed by Congress. The attempt to avoid mil - 
tary dictatorship by increasing the power of the 
legislature over the army assumed a strong, inde- 
pendent legislature, but this is not the case ia 
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Guatemala, where, for all practical purposes, the 
political structure is dominated by the executive. 

During the Ar6valo and Arbenz administrations 
the Guatemalan Army has generally supported the 
constituted government. The new military officer 
elite was in close political and, to some extent, in- 
tellectual alliance with the leadership of the revo- 
lution of 1944 and therefore has had a vested in- 
terest in the present political order. The Ar6valo 
administration could not have survived without 
solid military support, and Ar6valo, a civilian, was 
succeeded in 1951 by Col. Jacobo Arbenz, one of 
the most prominent of the revolutionary army 
officers. The new military officer class has been 
treated well. Aside from their political prestige, 
Guatemalan army officers receive substantial ma- 
terial benefits, including those of an extralegal na- 
ture, such as the importation, duty free, of salable 
consumer items. This is particularly true of the 
favored officers of the group stationed in and about 
the national capital. Those so placed are observed 
carefully, however, and a sign of defection usually 
leads to a transfer to an isolated rural post. 

Despite the fact that the dominant officer group 
in the Guatemalan Army has often been described 
as noncommunist or even anticommunist, the 
group has not become sufficiently concerned over 
the growth of communist influence in Guatemalan 
politics to organize against it. The enlisted per- 
sonnel have been promised land by government 
and communist propaganda on agrarian reform. 
As of March 1953 there was no evidence as to the 
effect of these promises. 


The army has not fought an international war 
and has not been a major instrument of foreign 
policy in the twentieth century. During the 
Arevalo administration Guatemalan military per- 
sonnel participated in Caribbean Legion activities, 
but they have not done so since 1949. 

There has been little or no public reaction to 
the role of the army in Guatemalan national life. 
Conscription, traditionally a source of popular dis- 
satisfaction in many Latin American countries, 
has, in recent history, offered no problem in Guate- 
mala. The extent to which the politically articu- 
late opposition to the present administration may 
hold the army responsible for their dissatisfaction 
cannot be determined. 

E. Comments on principal sources 

Reports from official U.S. sources have provided 
the basic data for all Subsections. Interviews with 
government and nongovernment personnel in the 
field added material and assisted especially in the 
interpretation of policies and trends. Sources 
were adequate and reliable for most aspects of 
this Section. The lack of published works on 
Guatemalan political developments in the past 
decade constitutes the major deficiency in types of 
material available. An outstanding exception to 
this is The Economic Development of Guatemala , 
a report by the International Bank for Reconstruc- 
tion and Development, Washington, 1951, which 
was used in the Subsection on Domestic policies, 
Economic. 
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